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JERUSALEM: Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu’s long reign atop Israeli politics has
seen him outlast opponents with deft maneu-
vering and right-wing leadership, but his lat-
est gamble has many wondering whether it
will be among his last. Israel is headed for
snap elections on April 9, and while polls show
Netanyahu is likely to again prevail, a series
of corruption investigations have led to spec-
ulation over whether he will later be forced to
step down.

He will not be legally required to resign if
indicted, but political pressure will surely be
intense and any future coalition partners will
have to decide whether to stick with him. The
attorney general’s decision on indictments is
expected in the coming months. A range of
analysts believe he pushed for elections seven
months early at least partly to combat poten-
tial charges with a fresh mandate from voters.
It would not be wise to bet on his downfall yet.

Should he win in April, he will be on track
to surpass founding father David Ben-Gu-
rion’s record of more than 13 years in office,
and Netanyahu is no doubt aware of that
weighty milestone. “He has no plan in resign-
ing and no plan in stepping down, and he be-
lieves he can beat the charges against him,”
said Anshel Pfeffer, a journalist at Israeli news-
paper Haaretz and author of a recently-pub-
lished Netanyahu biography.

‘No exaggeration here’ 
The burly 69-year-old with his familiar

grey comb-over has entrenched himself at the
top so firmly he has been labeled “King Bibi”,

his nickname dating to childhood. Few doubt
his political effectiveness, and supporters say
the proof is seen in his opponents struggling
to mount a major challenge to his leadership.

Much of his popularity has to do with an-
other nickname — “Mr. Security” — in a
country where such issues are always on vot-
ers’ minds. He has often sought to avoid talk-
ing about the Palestinians apart from security
operations, with Israel’s continued occupation
of the West Bank. There were no surprises in
how Netanyahu began his election campaign,
mentioning Israeli strikes in Syria against what
it says are Iranian military targets and an op-
eration to destroy Hezbollah tunnels. He also
touched on another frequent talking point,
highlighting economic growth despite a high
cost of living that remains a concern.

“We have turned Israel into a rising world
power. There is no exaggeration here,” Ne-
tanyahu said with familiar bombast. Ne-
tanyahu was born in 1949 in the then-nascent
state of Israel around a year and a half after it
was created. He and his wife Sara have two
sons, and he has a daughter from a previous
marriage.

The son of a history professor active in Is-
raeli right-wing politics, Netanyahu grew up
partly in the United States. He attended the
prestigious Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology, and with his fluent, American-ac-
cented English would appear on television
speaking forcefully in defense of Israel. While
in the United States, he changed his last name
to Nitay — not to reject his roots but because
Americans had difficulty pronouncing Ne-

tanyahu, Pfeffer writes. He performed his Is-
raeli military service with an elite unit and was
wounded in combat, but another family mem-
ber’s service may have affected him more
deeply. In 1976, his brother Yonatan died in an
Israeli commando raid to rescue hostages in
Uganda. Netanyahu has called the operation
“a very dramatic national experience” and

“one of great personal consequence.” Israeli
politics in its early years was dominated by the
Labour party, but the first victory by Likud,
then led by Menachem Begin, in 1977 helped
lay groundwork for Netanyahu’s political fu-
ture. His career took off when he was posted
to Israel’s Washington embassy and was later
ambassador to the United Nations. —AFP
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JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu stands next to Israel’s former defense min-
ister Avigdor Lieberman during a Knesset (parliament) session. — AFP 

Sudan journalists 
strike as more 
protests urged
KHARTOUM: A network of Sudanese journalists
went on strike yesterday in the wake of deadly
protests sparked by a hike in bread prices, while op-
position groups called for further rallies. Angry
crowds have taken to the streets in the capital Khar-
toum and several other cities since December 19,
leading to a crackdown in which a number of pro-
testers have been killed.

“We declare a three day strike from December 27
to protest against the violence unleashed by the gov-
ernment against demonstrators,” said the Sudanese
Journalists’ Network which advocates free speech.
Sudanese authorities say eight protesters have been
killed in clashes, but Amnesty International has put
the death toll at 37. The Popular Congress Party,
which is part of President Omar Al-Bashir’s govern-
ment, says that 17 people have been killed and 88
wounded in clashes.

Journalists in Sudan frequently complain of harass-
ment from the authorities, and the African country has
a dire rating on international press freedom rankings.
Entire print runs of newspapers are often confiscated
over articles deemed offensive by the powerful Na-

tional Intelligence and Security Service (NISS), which
is spearheading the current crackdown on protesters.
Police and security officers remained deployed in sev-
eral parts of the Sudanese capital on Wednesday, but
for the first day in a week no new demonstrations were
reported.

Activists and opposition groups have called on
people to take to the streets again over the next few
days. “We urge the Sudanese people to continue
their demonstrations until success is achieved by
overthrowing the regime,” the Sudanese Communist
Party said in a statement. Several members of the
party have been arrested by security agents since
the protests started. “We also call on all opposition
parties to unite and work together to coordinate this
movement.” Protests initially started in towns and vil-
lages and later spread to Khartoum, as people rallied
against the government tripling the price of a loaf of
bread from one Sudanese pound to three (from
about two to six US cents).

Demonstrators have also been marching against
Sudan’s dire economic situation and some have
called for the president to resign. After the protests
erupted Bashir, who has been in power since a 1989
coup, vowed to “take real reforms” to tackle the
country’s financial difficulties. Sudan is facing an
acute foreign currency crisis and soaring inflation,
despite the lifting of an economic embargo by Wash-
ington in October 2017. Inflation is running at 70
percent and the Sudanese pound has plunged in
value, while shortages of bread and fuel have regu-
larly hit several cities. — AFP 

LONDON:  A princess who tried to flee
the United Arab Emirates months ago is “a
troubled young woman”, a former UN
human rights chief said yesterday after
meeting her this month. Mary Robinson
told BBC radio 4’s Today program that she
had been invited by Princess Haya, the
wife of Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashid Al-Maktoum, to help with his
daughter, Sheikha Latifa.

Latifa has not been seen in public since
she was allegedly captured at sea off India
in March after leaving the UAE. In a
YouTube video at the time, she said she
was leaving because of restrictions im-
posed on her by her family. Robinson, who
was seen alongside Latifa in photographs
released by the UAE authorities earlier this
month, said that she had been asked to
“help with a family dilemma”. “The dilemma
was that Latifa is vulnerable, she’s troubled.
She made a video that she now regrets and
she planned an escape, or what was part of
a plan of escape,” she said. “I had lunch
with her. She’s a very likeable young

woman but clearly troubled, clearly needs
the medical care that she is receiving,” said
Robinson, adding that her family “don’t
want her to endure any more publicity”.

She said that Latifa was suffering from
“a serious medical situation” and was re-
ceiving “psychiatric care” but did not give
further details about her condition. Robin-
son served as Ireland’s president between
1990 and 1997 and later served as the
United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights from 1997 to 2002. 

The 74-year-old said she had spoken
to current UN human rights chief Michelle
Bachelet, as well as Human Rights Watch
executive director Ken Roth about her
meeting with Latifa and would be return-
ing to Dubai in March. Accounts by people
involved in Latifa’s escape attempt said
that she fled first to Oman, before boarding
a yacht which was surrounded by the In-
dian navy and then towed back to the UAE.
A source close to the Dubai government
told AFP in April the princess had been
“brought back” to Dubai. — AFP 
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